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St Petersburg, the Europeanized feudalism slided, albeit with pomp
and pageantry, towards human degradation. The people, filled with
superstition, hailed their oppressor, the Tsar, as one of their own and
even revered him by equating him with God. In many a family,
when a son was born, people said reverently that he too would
"serve our master, the Emperor."
When Gogol2 and Turgenev describe the clashes and conflicts
among the many nationalities and backward groups of Russia, I
am reminded of the conflicts and battle scenes portrayed in the
ancient Tamil classic, Kalingattu Parani? Russia's people were
courageous and imbued with awareness of the dignity of work. They
were also quite superstitious. Russia had bandits who were much
more interesting than the Tsar. Pugachev, the bandit who proclaimed
himself to be the true Tsar, was a colourful Russian4!
Russian literature has a long history. The first of the creative
writers of modern Russia was Gogol. "We are all descended from
Gogol's overcoat," say Russian writers. "The Overcoat" was the
title of one of Gogol's short stories.
Just as English had attracted our upper strata, Russians had fallen
under the sway of the French language. Having its beginnings in
such an environment, Russian literature was able, in a span- of one
hundred years, to reach a position of distinction equal to that of
French literature whose traditions were lauded around the world.
Russian writers of the 18th century are not merely national figures;
the whole world lays claim to them.
One indicator of a country's progress in civilization is its role in
fashioning men in each field who become world figures belonging to
all mankind. Russia had progressed in that direction long before the
revolution. Not only in literature but in music and science it had given
masterminds who belong to all mankind.
A country which gives the world only goods and services that have
nothing to do with the spirit and that cater only to the material
requirements of man is nothing more than a mere trade mart. That
is why no country sets before itself as its objective the satisfaction of
material needs alone. Even those countries whose state policies are
basically geared to commercial or material purposes do not publicly
proclaim that such is their course. This is a good feature of mankind.
At this stage I want to remind my readers of another point. I have
sought to describe how, despite the many heartbreaks that I endured
in my association with Communists and with politics, my attitude